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The research on indicators on the state of child well-being is a growing field and one that has 
experienced several changes through time. Due to the growing supply of data on children, and 
in order to facilitate conclusions and tracking trends, researchers have been led to develop 
child well-being summary indexes. Several proposals h ve already been presented. In the 
present work, we critically review the most prominent summary child well-being indexes 
recently constructed, the Index of Child and Youth Well-Being in the United States, the Child 
Well-being Index for the European Union, the Microdata Child Well-Being Index, and the 
Deprivation Index. The examination is carried out according to the contributions and 
innovations the indexes have brought to the field. A critical assessment of the methods used in 
the construction of the indexes is made and their main limitations identified. Accordingly, 
some future lines of research to improve child well-b ing measurement through summary 
indexes are put forward.  
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1.1 On the need to study and measure child well-being 
It has been widely recognized that experiences of poverty in childhood, which constrain 
children’s well-being in the immediate, can result as well in constrains in their later lives 
(Secretary of State for Social Security, 1999; Hobcraft, 2002; Kiernan, 2002; Piachaud and 
Sutherland, 2002; Sparkes and Glennester, 2002; Ridge, 2004; European Commission, 2008). 
Studies have also demonstrated that children have been, and still are, more affected by 
poverty than any other group (Cornia and Danziger, 1997; European Commission, 2008) and 
that they are at a higher risk of poverty than the av rage population member (Tsakloglou and 
Papadopoulos, 2002).  
In 2005, 19% of the child population of the EU27 was at-risk-of-poverty, while the risk-of-
poverty rate of the total population was of 16% (European Commission, 2008). In some less 
developed countries of the EU, for instance, Portugal, that number, for that same year, was 
even larger, 24% of the children were at risk of poverty (European Commission, 2008), and in 
spite of some visible improvements in child well-being - in 2006 the at-risk-of-poverty rate 
for children diminished to 21%, against 18% for theotal Portuguese population -, children 
remain a particularly vulnerable group in the country (Portugal, 2008). So it becomes clear 
that child well-being deserves attention, at both the national and international levels, for at 
least two important reasons: the relevance of the problem in itself – poverty affects children in 
the present but also affect their future lives -, and, also the dimension of the problem – the 
numbers speak for themselves, child poverty is a widely spread and persistent problem. 
However, assessing child well-being cannot be reduc to the measurement of poverty, 
especially when poverty measures focus on income only. As researchers have come to 
acknowledge (namely, Ben-Arieh, 2000, 2006, 2008b; Land et al., 2001; Aber et al., 2002; 
Hoelscher, 2004; Bradshaw et al., 2006, 2007; Moore et al., 2007, 2008; UNICEF, 2007; 
Bradshaw and Richardson, 2009), the well-being of children depends on several dimensions 
and, being so, measurement should take into account a vast array of indicators.  
It is now broadly accepted that social indicators do play a determinant role in social policies 
formulation (Ben-Arieh, 2000), but still there is a lack of indicators that can actually be used 
to assess how children are faring (Ben-Arieh, 2000); this mainly because they tend to have the 
family, instead of the child, as unit of analysis and also, seldom children are directly 
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surveyed, their parents are usually the respondents. Recent works (Land et al., 2001, 2007; 
Bradshaw et al., 2006, 2007; Moore et al., 2007, 2008; Bastos et al., 2004, 2008; Bastos and 
Machado, 2009; Bradshaw and Richardson, 2009) have tried to overcome this gap – as are the 
cases of the studies that we will be reviewing below. However, there is still plenty to be done 
in the field, since most of the existing surveys do have the family as the unit of analysis or, 
when that does not happen, children are usually not the respondents, and so, any research 
work that is based on those surveys becomes compromised when the aim is to measure the 
real state of children. This means that child monitoring has been less than perfect, because 
children have not been treated as a completely independent group (Ben-Arieh, 2000), with 
particular characteristics and needs and, therefore, a group that deserves direct approaching, 
different indicators and, consequently, different policies. This gap of information constitutes 
another justification for the existing necessity to s udy and measure child well-being. 
Summing up, we can, thus, highlight, at least, three main reasons why child well-being 
requires special attention: 
1. The problem of child well-being is not contained in the present lives of children; it has 
repercussions on their future; 
2. Children are still one of the groups most afflicted by poverty; 
3. There is still a basic lack of “direct” information about children’s lives. 
1.2 On the recent trends on child well-being measurement 
The research on indicators on the state of child well-being is a growing field and one that has 
experienced several changes through time. From all jor shifts that have occurred three and 
most recent ones deserve to be highlighted (see Ben-Ari h, 2000, 2006, 2008): 1) an 
increasing child-centred focus; 2) this child centrd approach goes beyond mere survival and 
multidimensionality emerges as an essential perspective; 3) an increasing reliance on single 
composite indexes that can summarize children’s situations, instead of considering several 
disparate indicators.  
The first of these three evolution trends points out to two relevant aspects of the child 
indicators movement, deeply inspired by both the frame settled out by the Convention on the 
Rights of the Children (CRC) (1989)1 and the developments in the social psychology field, 
namely by the emergence of the ecological model of human development (Bronfenbrenner 
                                                
1 From now on the abbreviation “CRC” will be used when referring to the Convention on the Rights of the 
Children. 
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and Morris, 1998). On the one hand, these frameworks have drawn attention to the need to 
focus on children when studying children. That is, the child should be the unit of analysis 
instead of the family or household where he/she is integrated. This is something that the main 
research works on this field have progressively come to pursuit (e.g., Land et al., 2001, 2007; 
Hoelscher, 2004; Bradshaw et al., 2006, 2007; Moore et al., 2007, 2008; Bastos et al., 2008; 
Bastos and Machado, 2009; Bradshaw and Richardson, 2009).  
On the other hand, the CRC and the ecological model f human development have also 
highlighted the need, when assessing the state of children, to inquiry about the several 
dimensions which can affect their lives, that is, the issue of multidimensionality in child well-
being - the second of the major trends above mentioned. Indeed, researchers have come to 
realize that child well-being cannot be regarded as unidimensional, which means that mere 
indicators of family income poverty are not enough to measure the extent of what the welfare 
of children is. This explains why most of the recent studies on the subject (e.g., Ben-Arieh, 
2000, 2006, 2008b; Land et al., 2001, 2007; Aber et al., 2002; Hoelscher, 2004; Bradshaw et 
al., 2006, 2007; Bastos et al., 2008; Bastos and Machado, 2009; Bradshaw and Richardson, 
2009; Moore et al., 2007, 2008; UNICEF, 2007; Bradshaw and Richardson, 2009) now 
consider several indicators of different aspects of children’s lives when analysing how they 
are faring.  
One of the latest developments concerning the dimensions of well-being is the introduction of 
the element of subjective well-being. Indeed, several recent studies on children (e.g., Aber et 
al., 2002; Bradshaw et al., 2007; UNICEF, 2007) include that additional aspect of well-being, 
claimed to be as crucial as any other. However, consensus about which dimensions - and their 
boundaries - should be considered is not yet evident. As we shall see later on, when 
comparatively analysing the works of Land et al. (2001, 2007), Moore et al. (2007, 2008), 
Bradshaw and colleagues (2007, 2009) and Bastos and colleagues (2008, 2009), dimensions 
definition and delimitation vary considerably across these studies. 
Treating the problem of child well-being as a multidimensional one and the consequent 
growth of data on children ignited the third above m ntioned evolution, and most recent one: 
the aggregation of indicators into one single composite index. Although aggregating 
indicators can lead to some opacity on what are the most critical areas of child well-being 
(UNICEF, 2007), that exercise remains useful for several reasons. Firstly, it makes 
measurement of progress easier (Ben-Arieh, 2008). Secondly, comparisons on trends across 
different demographic groups, localities and regions are facilitated (Ben-Arieh, 2008). It is in 
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this regard that the studies by Land et al. (2001, 2 07), Bradshaw and colleagues (2007, 2009) 
or Moore and colleagues (2007, 2008) have been developed and are now renowned 
references.  
There are still, however, improvements that need to be done concerning the indicators’ 
aggregation methodology, namely in what respects the importance each indicator should have 
when aggregating them into one single composite indx. Most of the existing work on this 
field considers that there is no valid reason for attributing different weights to each indicator, 
and agreement on a different weighting scheme is still ye  to come (Hagerty and Land, 2007). 
It should be noticed that all of the mentioned leading research on summary indicators do not 
allow for interactions between dimensions. Dimensio are simply added up and that sum is 
supposed to represent the overall well-being of children. However, Bronfenbrenner and 
Morris’ work on human development suggests that there are “synergistic interdependencies” 
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998: 999) between the several relevant aspects of children’s 
lives and, for that same reason, the effects of those c mponents cannot simply be conceived as 
additive. Bradshaw et al. (2006) seem to recognize the existence of such interrelationships, 
but due to complexity in comparisons between countries, they argue, the option was to leave 
out considerations of that kind in the construction of the summary index.  
Side by side with these evolutions, and also partially inspired by the CRC - where the 
children’s right to be heard is recognized -, the discussion on children as agents in their own 
lives and as agents in their own well-being assessmnt has been present and growing. 
Researchers have tried to tame this issue in several ways. Some authors (e.g., Ridge, 2002; 
Sutton et al., 2007) have focused on understanding what are children’s perspectives on 
poverty, deprivation and social exclusion. Others (.g., Hoelscher, 2004; Van der Hoek, 2005; 
Redmond, 2008, 2009) have focused on how children deal and cope with hardship in their 
lives, highlighting how they exercise their agency when faced with economic adversity. Some 
other authors (e.g., Ridge, 2002; Van der Hoek, 2005; Sutton et al., 2007; Redmond, 2009) 
also draw attention to the need to focus on children as agents of exclusion themselves. The 
relevance of involving children in the definition ad measurement of their own well-being is 
another aspect that has recently been highlighted (Sutton et al., 2007; Redmond, 2008, 2009). 
Regarding this last evolution, however, considerable research work is yet to be done 
(Redmond, 2009), namely, directions on how can children better be involved in the 
measurement of their own well-being still do not amount. Ben-Arieh (2005) is one of the few 
authors who dealt with this issue by mentioning the ne d to make children part of the studies 
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design, since research has clearly shown that children o know what is important for them, 
and should, therefore, in this sense be involved in the study and measurement of their own 
well-being. 
Summing up, two relevant open research issues regardin  the child well-being measurement 
can be identified and further explored: 
1. Being children the centre of the analysis, to recognize the multidimensionality of their well-
being implies the need to define its  relevant dimensions.  
Such definition should not be arbitrary but instead based on theoretical and/or empirical 
justifications - having the child as the unit of analysis as often as possible and also taking into 
consideration children’s own perspectives on their well-being. Although the fundamental 
groundings for choosing dimensions have already been s t in most research work, we argue 
that the validation of such choices has not been sufficiently explored, since there is still no 
consensus about which dimensions should be taken into account, neither there are clearly 
defined boundaries between dimensions. 
2. In order to have a clear picture of the overall we l-being of children, the construction of 
summary indicators are on demand.  
The way/method for aggregating indicators is the main problem that arises here. Additionally, 
interactions between dimensions have to be properly taken into account.  
These two research issues have as common background the problem of how to involve 
children in the measurement of their own well-being. 
The main purpose of this paper is to review the existing literature on measurement of child 
well-being (Section 2) aiming at highlighting its main pitfalls and paths for future research 
(Section 3), along the lines summarised above. 
2. Where we stand on child well-being measurement through summary indexes 
In this section we review the most relevant and leaing research work concerning child well-
being measurement through summary indicators. Four studies deserve being mentioned: the 
index of child and youth well-being in the United States, by Land and colleagues (2001, 
2007); the index of child well-being in the EU, built by Bradshaw and colleagues (Bradshaw 
at al., 2007; Bradshaw and Richardson, 2009); the microdata child well-being index, by 
Moore et al. (2007, 2008); and, finally, the child deprivation index of Bastos et al. (2004, 
2008) and Bastos and Machado (2009). The analysis of these works is organized according to 
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the contributions they brought to the research field. As so, Land and colleagues’ work (2001; 
2007) is mentioned first because it constitutes one f the first and most prominent efforts in 
building a child well-being summary index for the United States, based on aggregated 
longitudinal data (collected from several surveys), which allows tracking the evolution and 
trends of child well-being in the country. Secondly comes Bradshaw and colleagues’ studies 
(2007, 2009), with their contribution for the construction of the first aggregated data based 
summary child well-being index for the European Union, which has been key for comparisons 
between European countries. Moore and colleagues’ work (2007, 2008) comes after with their 
main contribution on the usage of one single microdata survey, which allows to do more than 
just describe the proportion of children with a particular outcome. Finally, we describe Bastos 
and colleagues’ deprivation index (20008, 2009), based on a microdata survey, collected from 
children themselves, and where a different from uniform distribution (which is the method 
adopted by the other mentioned indexes) aggregation method is employed.    
However, before the description of each of these works a quick review of earlier studies in the 
field and on what they have done for the study and measurement of child well-being is in 
order. 
2.1. Earlier works on the measurement of child well-being 
The concern about children’s situation is not a new one; several reports and studies on the 
subject have been published around the world since at the least the 60s decade of the twentieth 
century (Ben-Arieh and Goerge, 2001). UNICEF alone has been publishing the State of the 
World’s Children report, since 1979, and also The Progress of Nations, since 1993 (Ben-
Arieh, 2000; Ben-Arieh and Goerge, 2001). However, the most significant rise in the interest 
on child well-being and growth of reports and studies on the subject started around the 90s 
decade of the last century (Ben-Arieh, 2000; Ben-Arieh and Goerge, 2001). The global 
ratification of the CRC in 1989 most definitely played an important role in this increasing 
interest for child well-being monitoring (Ben-Arieh, 2008). 
UNICEF’s reports on child well-being have undoubtedly played a major role in this area 
(Ben-Arieh, 2000; Ben-Arieh and Goerge, 2001; Ben-Arieh, 2008). Although being multi-
topic reports on the whole child population, until recently they mostly dealt with survival 
issues and, in spite of being child oriented, they tended not to use children as the unit of 
analysis (Ben-Arieh and Goerge, 2001).  
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By the early 1990s other international initiatives, reports and studies were developed by 
international organizations, such as the WHO or the OECD, by national governments and 
academic groups and, also, by NGO’s (Ben-Arieh and Goerge, 2001). Many of these were 
multi-topic, covering several areas of child well-being, but others tended to focus specific 
topics (e.g., children’s health or education) or specific child population targets (e.g., children 
at risk or homeless children) (Ben-Arieh and Goerge, 2001). 
The reports just mentioned and another large number of works developed until the end of the 
1990s, but also in the early years of the 21st century (e.g., Brown, 1997; Brooks-Gunn and 
Duncan, 1997; Aber, Gershoff, Brooks-Gunn, 2002; Hoelscher, 2004; see also Ben-Arieh and 
Goerge, 2001, for other references), have consisted on the compilation of indicators for the 
several dimensions of child well-being, mostly using the family instead of the child as unit of 
analysis. Some research has also focused on recommendations concerning the choice of child 
well-being indicators (e.g., Moore, 1997, 1999) and other studies on summarizing the state of 
the art regarding child well-being measurement (Ben-Arieh, 2000; Ben-Arieh and Goerge, 
2001).2 However, the growing data supply on children has led to difficulties in taking 
conclusions about the state of the children and how it has progressed over time, mainly due to 
problems in interpreting large batteries of indicators (Ben-Arieh, 2008). This has led to the 
most recent effort by researchers in developing composite summary indices (Ben-Arieh, 
2008). In the next section we will be reviewing some of these works.  
2.2. Recent works on child well-being summary indexes 
2.2.1. The index of child and youth well-being in the United States 
The work of Land et al. (2001) is an attempt to answer and summarize questions around child 
indicators and how children are faring in the United States. The authors do so by engaging in 
what they call a “measurement exercise”, that is, the construction of the “Index of Child and 
Youth Well-Being”. 
This research starts by reviewing work on the of quality of life and major approaches to the 
concept, to then conclude that seven domains of life are relevant when analysing adults, and 
                                                
2 Other research works could be mentioned at this point, but our aim here is not to go thoroughly through all that 
has been done in the field. Our intention is merely to give a quick brush through the main developments in child 
well-being measurement that have led to what is the main topic of this paper, the construction of child well-being 
composite summary indices. For more on earlier works in this domain one might resort to references given in 
Ben-Arieh (2000) and Ben-Arieh and Goerge (2001). For other early works exclusively dedicated to children see 
also Cornia and Danziger (Eds.) (1997), Brooks-Gunn et al. (Eds.) (volumes I and II - 1997), Micklewright and 
Stewart (2000), Vleminckx and Smeeding (Eds.) (2001), Bradshaw (Ed.) (2002) or Ridge (2004).   
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those same domains, with some adaptations, are applic ble to children and youth. The 
identified domains are: 
 material well-being: covers poverty, employment andincome; 
 health: includes mortality rates and personal healt; 
 social relationships: assesses single parented families and home changes; 
 safety/behavioural concerns: covers engagement in risky activities, such as smoking, 
drinking and drug using; 
 productivity/educational attainment: assesses school related scores; 
 place in community: includes school enrolment and civic engagement; 
 emotional/spiritual well-being: covers religious activities and suicide rates. 
After determining which domains are important, the authors compiled 28 basic indicators of 
child and youth well-being, based on available national data, and then, after analysing each 
indicator in each dimension, constructed the summary index of child and youth well-being, 
giving all components equal weighting.  
Recently, the index was expanded to include 16 new i dicators (Land et al., 2007), distributed 
along the dimensions earlier identified. The approach to the index remains nevertheless the 
same. 
This is a quite relevant and instructive research study on the construction of a child well-being 
index and also deserves being mentioned because of the use of longitudinal data in the 
analysis, which allows following trends in child well-being in the US. On the other hand, one 
of the main disadvantages of the study is, as in may others, the usage of aggregate data of 
existing datasets, what may constrain some conclusions, namely, the usage of aggregated data 
only allows to describe the proportion of children with a particular outcome, as opposed to 
microdata which allows to determine whether an individual child has one or more particular 
outcomes, hence, giving more meaning to what a child-centred perspective is (Moore et al., 
2007, 2008). Also, the data considered to the construction of this index has different origins; it 
consists of an array of indicators compiled from different surveys (Land et al., 2001, 2007), 
which means that the sample is not stable throughout that set of indicators. Additionally, 
although many of the surveys in which the authors ba ed themselves use children as the unit 
of analysis, being that in some children are actually the respondents, children’s own views 
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about their well-being are not properly considered. As the authors themselves mention (Land 
et al., 2001), only two out of the 28 indicators are based on subjective well-being responses, 
being these based on responses from parents of the children and not from children themselves. 
Moreover, equal weights are assumed for each of the indicators used in the construction of the 
index and no interactions between dimensions are considered nor even the recognition of their 
existence.  
2.2.2. The index of child well-being in the EU  
The index of child well-being is the result of the work of Bradshaw et al. (2007) and can be 
characterised as an attempt to summarize and monitor child well-being at the European level, 
based on already available data for the EU 25.  
The analysis is carried out on a rights-based and multi-dimensional understanding of child 
well-being, where the CRC and the ecological human development model take a special place. 
Having these theoretical frameworks as background, the authors analyse child well-being in 
eight clusters, which include relevant topics to children from their own point of view and also 
topics pertaining adult’s responsibility for the well-being of children, covering 23 domains 
and a total of 51 indicators. The clusters and domains re: 
 material situation: provides information on child income poverty, deprivation and 
parental worklessness; 
 housing: covers overcrowding, local environment andspace, and housing problems; 
 health: addresses children’s health at birth, immunisation, and health behaviour; 
 subjective well-being: inquires about self-defined health, personal well-being, and well-
being at school; 
 education: covers educational attainment, educationl participation, and youth labour 
market outcomes from education; 
 children’s relationships: provides information about family structure, relationships with 
parents, and relationships with peers; 
 civic participation: addresses participation in civi  activities and political interest; 
 risk and safety: inquires about child mortality, risky behaviour, and experiences of 
violence. 
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In the aggregation stage, the indicators are combined to form domains, domains are combined 
to form clusters, and, finally, clusters are combined to form the overall index. The authors 
state to have found no theoretical or empirical justification for weighting, and so, aggregation 
is carried out assuming equal weights for all variables (Bradshaw et al., 2007).  
More recently, in result of the availability of new data, the index was updated and expanded to 
the EU27 countries, plus Norway and Iceland (Bradshw and Richardson, 2009). The more 
up-to-date data does not include information on citizenship, so the authors dropped out this 
domain, but the methodology used in the construction of the index remains the same. The 
main differences to the previous index consist on changes and improvements in the used 
indicators in accordance with criticisms and reflections on the previous list (Bradshaw and 
Richardson, 2009), namely, differences in the choice f indicators, where, the authors soughed 
to use indicators representing what children think a d feel about their lives (Bradshaw and 
Richardson, 2009). This is the case of the indicators chosen for the subjective well-being and 
the children’s relationships dimensions (for a complete list of the indicators, see Appendix, 
Table B). 
This work constitutes an important way forward in the child indicators movement, since, 
instead of just collecting indicators, the authors try to come up with a single composite 
number that summarizes children’s situations. This is, in fact, one of the most recent and 
valuable evolutions in the field. However, at least two shortcomings on Bradshaw and his 
colleagues’ work need being mentioned, one related with data availability and the other with 
the methodology the authors followed.  
As previously mentioned, the index of child well-being in the EU is constructed based on 
surveys already published and, so, aggregated data is used to analyse child well-being. Also, 
since indicators are collected from different surveys, namely the Health Behaviour in School-
Aged Children (HBSC) and the OECD Programme for Inter ational Student Assessment 
(PISA), the sample of children being considered is not always the same. Also, the used data is 
many times not available for the same years and not for the same children age group (HBSC is 
on children aged 11, 13 and 15, as for PISA is based on 15 and 16 year-olds). Finally, since 
the used surveys were constructed for specific purposes (namely, the HBSC was built to 
assess children’s health behaviours and the PISA was built in order to assess children’s 
knowledge and skills acquired with education), some elements of child well-being end up not 
being represented or ill-represented (Bradshaw et al., 2007). For example, in the material 
situation dimension, the authors argue it would be desirable to have data on relative child 
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poverty rate, absolute child poverty rate, poverty gaps for children, an indicator of persistent 
poverty for children and a subjective poverty measure but only two of these measure are 
available, the relative child poverty rate and the relative average poverty gap (Bradshaw et al. 
2007). Also, when measuring deprivation, the authors use indicators from different surveys 
focusing different child age groups (Bradshaw et al. 2007; Bradshaw and Richardson, 2009), 
where some are child centred and others use the house ld as unit of analysis (for example, in 
the measurement of deprivation, percentage of houselds with children reporting lack of 
consumer durables is combined with indicators of educational deprivation from PISA, which 
is a survey that uses children as the unit of analysis - Bradshaw and Richardson, 2009).  
Additionally, in spite of the most recent effort ofthe authors to include indicators that take 
into account children’s views, even being this related to the fact that surveys do not have that 
type of data available, the truth is that only residually they accomplish that task. As mentioned 
earlier, only very few of the used indicators really translate children’s thoughts about their 
own lives. Furthermore, in the aggregation stage, Bradshaw and his colleagues assume that 
each indicator and each dimension have the exact same weight, meaning this that the authors 
presume that each and every indicator and, also, each dimension contribute in the exact same 
way to child well-being, which is most probably not the case. Another shortcoming of the 
methods employed by the authors is that they consider dimensions to be completely 
independent from each other. Although recognizing the existence of such interrelationships, 
the authors opted to leave out considerations of that kind in the construction of the summary 
index on the justification of the complexity in comparisons between countries (Bradshaw et 
al., 2007). 
2.2.3. A microdata child well-being index  
Having in mind the criticisms about the aggregated data generally used in studies on 
indicators and indexes of child well-being, Moore et al. (2007) developed their work using 
microdata representative of U. S. children, then proceeding to compare their results with those 
of the most prominent studies on the subject in the U. S. that have used aggregated data. The 
authors analysed other studies on child well-being a d proposed their own indicators and 
index based on the National Survey of America’s Families (NSAF). 
A key feature of this work is the distinction that Moore and colleagues establish between 
domains of well-being and contextual variables, being the first related with the question of 
how children are faring and the second pertaining to aspects of children’s environment that 
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influence their well-being (Moore et al., 2007). Variables were then selected from the NSAF 
according to the domains of well-being most commonly used in research on the subject, as 
were contextual variables. Three domains of well-being were identified: 
 child and health safety, lodging indicators on health status and sports practicing; 
 child educational achievement and cognitive development, which includes indicators on 
school engagement; 
 child social and emotional development, where several indicators on psychological well-
being and behaviour are used; 
and two types of contextual variables: 
 family processes, which includes indicators on religious services attending, community 
engagement, child-parent relation; 
 family demographic, social and economic status, where indicators such as family type and 
income are explored. 
A total of 17 indicators were used to summarize the c ild well-being dimension and 12 to 
characterize the contextual dimension. At the micro-level, an individual well-being index is 
then calculated and then the contextual variables ar  added to form an overall condition of 
children index. To obtain measures for the United States child population as whole the micro-
level index scores were averaged. 
More recently, improvements in domains definition were carried out, which led Moore et al. 
(2008) to consider four key individual child well-being domains and three contextual well-
being domains. The domains were defined as follows (Moore et al., 2008): 
 individual child well-being: 
 physical health: refers to the biological status of individuals and includes overall 
health and functioning, weight, and involvement in healthy lifestyle; 
 psychological health: includes how individuals think about themselves and their 
future, how they handle and cope with situations and being free of problems; 
 social health: refers to several elements related to how well an individual is able to 
get along in the social ecology, including basic skills, engagement in constructive 
activities, ability to be able to relate emotionally to people and make friends; 
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 educational/intellectual: includes skills related to a child’s ability to learn, 
remember, reason adequately for their age, being able to apply cognitive skills to be 
productive and engaged in school; 
 contextual well-being: 
 family: includes the structure of the family, resources in the home, and relationships 
between the individuals; 
 community: neighbourhoods and/or communities are th immediate context in 
which individuals and families interact and engage with others and with institutions 
of society, being neighbourhoods both spatial and social units; 
 sociodemographic: social and economic features of families which affect child well-
being. 
The research was carried out using now the National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH), 
from which 69 indicators were taken and included in the computation of the indices for each 
domain and for the well-being indexes. Two composites ndexes are calculated, a child well-
being index, created by summing the four individual well-being domains, and a contextual 
well-being index, created by summing the three context domains. Opposed to Moore et al.’s 
previous work (2007), the two indexes are analysed separately in order distinguish trends in 
child well-being from trends in context (Moore et al., 2008).    
In both the NSAF and the NSCH indexes, items are equally weighted within sub-domains and 
sub-domains are also equally weighted when aggregated in o the overall index. 
As pointed out above, this research work has two distinctive and important features, the use of 
microdata and the breakdown of child well-being into two dimensions, individual well-being 
and contextual well-being; the first alone puts it quite ahead of previous studies, generally 
based on aggregate data. Nevertheless, some shortcomings can be pointed out. The major 
limitations of this study are related with limitations of the data survey used. The two surveys 
used, NSAF and NSCH, were developed for specific purposes, the first for the study of 
welfare reform and devolution and the second for the purpose of health status of children 
monitoring and so, in both cases the list of indicators is somewhat incomplete and also some 
relevant dimensions are actually missing (Moore et al., 2007, 2008). For example, in the 
NSCH there are very few measures related to school c ntext and so, although schools are 
considered an important contextual domain, it ends up not being taken into account in this 
research work (Moore et al., 2008). Additionally, since in both surveys (NSAF and NSCH) 
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parents are the respondents (Moore et al., 2007, 2008), children’s own views about their well-
being are disregarded. Additionally, as was the case of the previously reviewed indexes, an 
equal weighting system is applied in the aggregation stage of the index construction and no 
interactions between dimensions are realized to exist nor considered.  
2.2.4. A multidimensional measurement of poverty 
Acknowledging that most studies about children focus on their families, Bastos et al. (2004, 
2008) and Bastos and Machado (2009) choose to measure child poverty based not only on 
family income but also on what they call “child deprivation”. In this line, a child suffers from 
income poverty if he/she is a member of a family with scarce income and is deprived if he/she 
does not have a consumption pattern according to what is generally accepted (Bastos et al., 
2004). To measure child deprivation five categories of variables were defined (Bastos et al., 
2004, 2008): 
 family living conditions: number of family members, education level of parents, 
subjective perception of the family’s economic resources; 
 housing: physical conditions of the house, infrastructures and neighbourhood; 
 health: nutrition, medical care and child’s perception of his/her own health conditions; 
 education: school success, family support and child’s perception of school; 
 social integration: extra-curricular activities, playtime, holidays, mobility, favourites 
games and child’s perception of the urban space. 
A counting deprivation index was then computed where items are considered to have equal 
weighting, and results are analysed together with income poverty. 
More recently, Bastos and Machado (2009) developed a notion of deprivation considering it 
to be a state of well-being deficit in the most fundamental domains to the functioning of a 
child. In this work the identified domains are reduced to four: education, health, housing and 
social integration. Individual deprivation for each indicator is measured in terms of degree 
according to a membership function (Bastos and Machado, 2009). Here the authors apply a 
different aggregation method concerning the weights iven to each indicator. The weights are 
defined as a log of an inverse function of the averg  deprivation level, placing more 
importance on indicators in which deprivation is not widespread – namely, in the education 
dimension, child’s positive perception of school, in the health dimension, regular bath, in the 
housing dimension, adequate housing, and in the social integration dimension, practice of 
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extra-curricular activities come up as the most relevant indicators and, therefore, with the 
higher weights in their respective dimensions - and, therefore, emphasizing items for which 
non-possession translates, the authors argue, into a s rong feeling of deprivation (Bastos and 
Machado, 2009). A composite index of deprivation for the whole population is then calculated 
as a weighted sum of the membership medium value for each indicator, allowing for the 
evaluation of the deprivation intensity. The same index can also be defined for each 
dimension.  
All the studies considering the multidimensional measurement of poverty (Bastos et al., 2004, 
2008; Bastos and Machado, 2009) were carried out using sample surveys applied to children 
randomly selected from students attending the third an  fourth years of primary education in 
public schools in the area of Lisbon (Portugal). Children themselves answered the 
questionnaire and some indicators translating children’s own views about their well-being are 
included (for example, child’s positive perception f school or child’s positive perception of 
the neighbourhood (Bastos et al, 2004, 2008; Bastos and Machado, 2009). In this sense, and 
taking the earlier criticisms into account – the overlooking of children’s views and the 
uniform weighting scheme -, the work developed by Bastos and her colleagues is of 
considerable importance in the child literature both a  the international level and utmost in 
Portugal as it continues to be an under-explored subject in this latter country (Bastos et al., 
2008).  
Although one of the strengths of the most recent of the works of Bastos and Machado (2009) 
consists in the aggregation method, where a non-uniform weight system is used, the method 
employed is still an imperfect approximation to the real weights, since it is based on 
possession/non-possession of the items considered as indicators for each dimension. This 
means that if most of the children are not deprived in a certain indicator, that indicator will 
have the highest weight within its dimension, which s the case of the above mentioned 
indicators (child’s positive perception of school, regular bath, adequate housing and practice 
of extra-curricular activities) -, and not on how relevant those items actually are to children 
and to their well-being. Moreover, as it happens with other indexes previously mentioned, 
interactions between dimensions are not recognized.  
Given the limited cohort and geographical scope of the study - it focuses on children attending 
two years of the primary public education (third and fourth grades) and of a specific (high 
developed) area of Portugal, Lisbon -, it would be interesting to assess whether the 
conclusions would remain the same when applying similar methods and index to the whole 
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geographical area of the country and to a larger sample of students, including students 
enrolled in more advanced schooling years (5th and 6th grades), from public and private 
schools located in urban and rural areas. Studies have demonstrated (see, for example, Fan 
and Chen, 1998; Alderman et al., 2001; Reeves and Bylund, 2005; Lubienski and Lubienski, 
2006) that differences do exist between students attending rural versus urban schools and 
private versus public schools, not only in educational achievement but also in what concerns 
the socio-demographic characteristics of the students, and so this diversity should be 
considered and compared when analysing child well-being. 
3. Summary and the way forward 
From the analysis of the summary indexes just described several conclusions can be drawn.  
First, the number of dimensions considered in the construction of the indexes varies greatly, 
from four dimensions (Bastos and Machado, 2009) to a total of eight dimensions (Bradshaw et 
al. 2007). Additionally, in spite of our effort to identify common domains, as summarized in 
Table 1 (see also Table A1 in Appendix), the indicators considered in each dimension for each 
of the indexes are not always the same and it often happens that for some authors one specific 
indicator is considered to belong to one dimension and for other authors a similar indicator is 
placed in a completely different dimension. For example, that is the case of school enrolment 
indicators, placed in the education domain by most authors but being considered by Land and 
colleagues (2001, 2007) as indicators characterizing the civic participation dimension. This 
also happens with health care indicators, which are placed in the health dimension by Bastos 
and colleagues (2008, 2009), but Moore and colleagus, instead, regard them as belonging to 
the family processes domain, in spite of considering in their index an independent health 
domain as well. Other examples and details on the indicators used in each index can be found 
in Table A1 in Appendix. The total number of indicators used in each of the indexes also 
varies greatly, ranging from 12 to 69 indicators. 
As previously mentioned, every single one of the indexes has made an important contribute to 
the child well-being indicators field, as summarized in Table 13. Land and colleagues’ (2001, 
2007) work has had significant impact because it represents one of the first most significant 
efforts to summarize child well-being in one single number, for the United States, using 
longitudinal data, which allows tracking child well-being through time and identifying trends. 
As for Bradshaw and colleagues’ (2007, 2009) work, its relevancy comes from the fact that it 
                                                
3 See also Appendix. 
 18
represents the first noteworthy attempt to measure child well-being through a summary index 
for the European Union, allowing for comparisons between European countries and ranking 
them according to the level of child well-being. Moore and colleagues’ (2007, 2008) research 
work is mostly significant because, opposite to Land and colleagues and Bradshaw and 
colleagues work, it uses microdata to analyse child well-being, which is of the most utterly 
importance because it allows to have a better insight into individual child well-being, namely 
it helps determining whether an individual child has one or more particular outcomes, instead 
of giving a general idea about the proportion of children having a particular outcome. Finally, 
Bastos and colleagues’ (2008, 2009) work represents a particularly relevant way forward in 
the field of child well-being measurement through summary indicators for two reasons: first, 
the data survey used results from questionnaires where children were the respondents 
themselves and where the authors sought to capture children’s own perceptions about their 
lives (Bastos et al., 2008); second, the latest version of the index (Bastos and Machado, 2009), 
uses a non-uniform weighting scheme (which was not the case for all the previously 
mentioned indexes, where an uniform weighting scheme was used), placing more importance 
in indicators where non-possession is not widespread and, thus, the authors argue, translating 
non-possession of those items as a strong feeling of deprivation.  
Despite the important contribution of the indexes rviewed, they fall short on several aspects.4 
Land and colleagues (2001, 2007) and Bradshaw and colleagues’ (2007, 2009) works use 
aggregated data, from different surveys, and sometimes from different years, and respecting 
different age groups. Their conclusions, although important, do not allow examining the 
specificities of different children, and can only inform us about the proportion of children 
having certain results. These two works, along with Moore and colleagues’ (2007, 2008), also 
fail to adequately translate children’s views about their well-being, either because the surveys 
used do not have children as the main respondents or because there is a lack of sufficient 
indicators which can adequately represent children’s own perceptions about their lives.  
                                                















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Another limitation common to most of the indexes, except for the one developed by Bastos 
and Machado (2009), is the usage of an equal weighting system in the calculation of the 
summary index. This constitutes a constraint because it i  plausible, if not desirable, to assume 
that not all indicators and dimensions contribute in the same way to global well-being 
(Hagerty and Land, 2007), and, in that sense, conclusions can actually be quite different when 
using a different weighting scheme. It is in regard that the attempt of Bastos and Machado 
(2009) of using a non-uniform weighting scheme is the way forward. However, the solution 
these latter authors adopted is somehow an imperfect one since it is based on possession/non-
possession and not on the real importance each indicator and dimension has to the well-being 
of children. The weighting scheme the authors use places more importance on indicators in 
which deprivation is not widespread (Bastos and Machado, 2009), meaning this that indicators 
in which the majority of the child population has positive outcomes are given more 
importance, and so, they will have a greater weight. T at is the case, for example, of the items 
child’s positive perception of school, regular bath, adequate housing and practice of 
extracurricular activities (Bastos and Machado, 2009). But the simple fact of a great number 
of children having a certain item does not necessarily mean that the item is more relevant for 
their well-being than any other, nor it means that ose who do not have that same item can be 
considered to have less well-being; it depends on the real importance they place on having or 
not that item. 
Finally, a restriction common to all of the indexes is that neither of them considers 
interactions between dimensions. As previously mentioned, according to Bronfenbrenner and 
Morris (1998), there are “synergistic interdependenci s” between the several relevant aspects 
of children’s lives. Being so, the existence of such interactions might allow for different 
conclusions when analysing child well-being through summary indexes that consider different 
dimensions of well-being.  
According to the limitations just pointed to the indexes here reviewed, one theoretical 
consideration and two different lines of research to be developed can be identified. 
It seems clear that there is no definite rule for defining dimensions and their boundaries. It 
would be therefore desirable to find a common theoretical background that would help define 
dimensions and indicators more clearly, in order to all w for the construction of summary 
indexes that would be applicable across regions and countries, making comparisons possible 
and more accurate. 
 21
Now we turn to the two above mentioned possible future lines of research. First, it is desirable 
to use microdata instead of aggregated data, preferably from just one survey where children 
are for the most part the respondents. The data collected from children should translate as 
accurately as possible their own views about the several dimensions of their well-being. 
Accomplishing this might allow to build a weighting system based on the real importance 
each considered item and dimension has for children, thus allowing for more reliable 
conclusions about how children are faring. Although this line of research implies two 
conceptually different issues - the use of microdata versus macrodata, and taking in 
consideration children’s perspectives on their lives -, they are intertwined and we need to 
consider them together in order to make this step forward in the measurement of child well-
being.  
The second line of investigation, theoretically based on Bronfenbrenner and Morris’ (1998) 
model, would be to find a more appropriate model for combining indicators when aggregating 
them into one single composite index, which would allow for interactions between domains. 
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